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Spirit-Baptism in the Fourth Gospel
A Messianic Reading of John 1,33

 

The concept of "Spirit-baptism" has been a contested issue for a long time — both in NT scholarship and in the church as a whole. Is "the baptism in the Holy Spirit" a "second blessing", an empowerment for Christian service distinct from and subsequent to conversion (so, for example, classical Pentecostalism)1? Or does it refer to (the high point in) conversion-initiation, that is, to becoming a Christian (so Dunn)2? The greatest efforts of NT scholarship concerning this topic have been put into the examination of the Synoptic material and Acts3. However, the concept also occurs in the Fourth Gospel — ou|to/j [Jesus] e)stin o( bapti/zwn e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| (1,33) — yet, it has hardly received attention from Johannine scholarship4. As a result, the meaning and significance of the concept of Jesus’ Spirit-baptism in this Gospel seem to have been overlooked. Hence, the aim of the present article is to elucidate the concept of Spirit-baptism and Jesus as the Spirit-Baptizer in the Fourth Gospel. Although the phrase o( bapti/zwn e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is a hapax legomenon in Johannine literature, we expect that the concept will be evoked and unfolded in the rest of the Fourth Gospel5. In this paper, I will attempt to 
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demonstrate that the statement in 1,33 concerning Jesus’ baptizing in or with Holy Spirit is programmatic for Jesus’ ministry of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit.

        We start by examining the phrase bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| and determining its basic meaning (I). Subsequently, we will investigate whether Judaism knew of this concept (II). We shall then return to the Fourth Gospel to elucidate how Jesus’ Spirit-baptism is related to particular events or activities in his ministry (both before and after his departure) (III). Finally, we will attempt to establish a more precise meaning of the concept of "Spirit-baptism" in the Fourth Gospel (IV).

 

I. The Referent of bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w|

        The vast majority of scholars think 1,33 means that Jesus will give the Spirit to or bestow the Spirit on people6, but is this really what John the Baptist himself (or the Evangelist) would have implied or how a first-century Jew would have understood it? Turner argues that Judaism was probably not able to conceive of any messianic figure bestowing the eschatological Spirit on Israel, and therefore it is unlikely that John the Baptist himself (or any first-century Jew for that matter) would have thought about it7. Judaism naturally understood the 
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eschatological giving or outpouring of the Spirit to be an act of God himself (Isa 32,15; 44,3; Ezek 36,26-27; 39,29; Joel 2,28; Zech 12,10). It is much more likely then that bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| refers to the effect on Israel of the coming of the Messiah mightily endowed with the Spirit, than that it anticipates Jesus giving the Spirit to Israel8.

        In order to understand what the phrase bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| refers to, it is necessary to determine what kind of language the Evangelist is using. Unlike John the Baptist’s baptism in or with water, the baptism with which Jesus will baptize should be understood metaphorically. A literal interpretation (someone being immersed literally in the liquid medium of Spirit) is absurd, and hence invites or points to a metaphorical interpretation9. Moreover, if metaphorical language is used, what correspondence with reality is intended10? What is the point of contact, for example, between Jesus’ metaphorical Spirit-baptism and the Baptist’s literal water-baptism? How are the two baptisms similar and dissimilar? Some basic linguistic insights may assist in answering these questions.

        The obvious starting point for comparing the two baptisms is to investigate the meaning of the verb bapti/zw. The use of bapti/zw in John’s baptism (1,26.33) is literal, meaning "to dip" or "to immerse", whereas in Jesus’ baptism bapti/zw is used metaphorically11. We shall elucidate the main explanations of interpreting bapti/zw metaphorically, as given by Dunn, Marshall and Turner12. Dunn proposes an imagery of 
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being submerged in a river of Spirit, which would result in destruction for the unrepentant and salvation for the repentant13. However, an attempt to carry through the meaning of bapti/zw in John’s baptism into the Messiah’s baptism will run into difficulties: in our pre-Christian sources the Spirit is never represented as a river or pool in which a person might be metaphorically immersed14. Marshall argues that bapti/zw took on the metaphorical meaning of "to overwhelm with", "to drench in"15. Initially, Turner followed and developed Marshall’s idea, and preferring "to deluge with" for bapti/zw, he saw in the Spirit-baptism the concept of one single eschatological deluge of Spirit 16. However, Turner later found some problems with this view: (i) the Messiah pouring out God’s Spirit remains improbable; (ii) the transition from bapti/zw used in a literal sense of "immerse" to a metaphorical sense with the different sense of "deluge with" is highly improbable; (iii) the Aramaic equivalent for bapti/zw (lbt), which the Baptist probably had used, simply meant "to dip, bath, wash (by immersing)", which would exclude the sense of "deluge with"17. Thus, an investigation of the meaning of the verb bapti/zw in order to elucidate the concept of bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| has turned out to be a cul-de-sac.

        We suggest then that the intended point of comparison between John’s baptism and Jesus’ baptism is not the mode of bapti/zw, but the purpose for which the rite is performed18. For a first-century Jew, the Baptist’s water-baptism would naturally evoke the concept of cleansing/purification of defilement: the use of water in Judaism referring to cleansing is widespread (e.g., Exod 29,4; 30,18-21; Lev 8,6; 
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14,5-9.49-52; 16,4.24; Num 8,7; 19,7-9.17; Ezek 36,25; Zech 13,1; 1QS 3,4-9; 4,21), and occasionally bapti/zw is used in the LXX to denote this concept (2 Kgs 5,14; Sir 34,25; cf. Jdt 12,7-9)19. In the Fourth Gospel, however, John the Baptist is portrayed as an explicit witness to Jesus as the Messiah (1,6-8.15.19-37; 3,26-30), and even John’s baptizing ministry has been subordinated to function merely as the means by which Jesus is revealed to John and, consequently, to Israel (1,29-34). Hence, the purpose of the Baptist’s baptism, according to the Evangelist, is to reveal the identity of the Messiah/Spirit-Baptizer to Israel (1,31.33), and that through the Baptist’s witness people may come to believe (that Jesus is the Messiah) (1,7). Mutatis mutandis, the purpose of Jesus’ Spirit-baptism may be to reveal God (cf. 1,18) in order that people may believe, i.e., accept this revelation, and thus find life/salvation (1,12; 3,14-16.34-36; cf. 20,31). Nevertheless, although for the Evangelist the primary purpose of the Baptist’s baptism is revelation, its aspect of cleansing, which is naturally evoked by bapti/zw, has never completely disappeared: Jesus (or in fact his disciples, as 4,2 clarifies) baptized more disciples than the Baptist, which gave rise to a dispute about cleansing/purification (kaqarismo/j) (3,22-26)20. Moreover, water is a prominent symbol for cleansing/purification throughout the Fourth Gospel (2,6; 3,5; 4,10-14; 5,7; 7,38; 13,5-10; 19,34)21. Similarly, we may expect that Jesus’ Spirit-baptism also contains a cleansing dimension. Consequently, we suggest that bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| refers to revelation and cleansing.

        At the start of this section we suggested that bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| most likely refers to the effect on Israel of the coming of the Spirit-endowed Messiah rather than the Messiah bestowing the Spirit on Israel. In other words, rather than interpreting pneu=ma as a gift, it seems more preferable to understand pneu=ma as the means by which the Messiah will act towards Israel22. In this case, e)n should be taken 
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instrumentally, meaning "with" or "by means of"23. Hence, the Spirit is expected to be the means by which Jesus will cleanse people and reveal God.

        As a résumé, the most likely referents of the metaphor bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| are revelation and cleansing24. Jesus’ Spirit-baptism refers to some sort of cleansing and is also linked with the revelation of God to people, and Jesus accomplishes this by means of the Spirit. People who accept Jesus’ revelation and cleansing find life/salvation, and hence Jesus’ Spirit-baptism has soteriological consequences. The point of correspondence between the Baptist’s baptism with water and Jesus’ baptism with Holy Spirit then is not the mode or medium of baptism but their purpose, namely revelation and cleansing. Nevertheless, the two baptisms are contrasted by virtue of the two baptizers being contrasted: the Baptist denies being the expected eschatological figure and subordinates himself to the Coming One (1,25-27; 3,22-36); the Baptist points his disciples to Jesus (1,35-37); the Baptist functions as a witness to Jesus (1,6-8). The contrast or dissimilarity between the two baptisms lies particularly in their respective means and effects. The Baptist’s baptism is by means of water and Jesus’ baptism is by means of the Spirit, and although water-baptism effects cleansing it also points to the greater cleansing of Jesus’ Spirit-baptism. The implication of 3,22-36 is that if Jesus is greater than the Baptist then so are his baptism and ministry, which cleanses from sin (1,29; 13,10; 15,3)25. Moreover, Jesus also provides a greater revelation (namely of God) than the Baptist, who "merely" revealed the identity of the Messiah.

        The question that still needs to be answered, however, is precisely how the two aspects of revelation and cleansing function within the metaphor bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| and how the Spirit is related to this. However, before we will provide more substantial (exegetical) evidence from the Fourth Gospel itself in section III, we will first examine whether Judaism already "knew" this concept of Spirit-baptism. 
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II. A Conceptual Messianic Background of Jesus’ Spirit-Baptism

        Although the Fourth Evangelist (and the Synoptic writers) coined a new phrase for the concept of Jesus’ role by means of the Spirit (the literal expression bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is not known in Judaism), the concept of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit is present in Judaism. God providing revelation through his Spirit was prevalent in Judaism (e.g., 2 Sam 23,2; Neh 9,30; Isa 48,16-17; 59,21; Ezek 8,3; 11,5.24-25; Zech 7,12; Sir 48,24; Hen(aeth) 91,1; 4 Es 14,22; Jub 31,12; PsPhilo 9,10; 28,6; 31,9; 1QS 8,16; CD 2,12; Josephus, Ant. 4,108; Philo, Jos. 117; Som. 2,252; Spec. Leg. 4,49; Mos. 2,265). Judaism also knew the concept of cleansing by or in relation to God’s Spirit (e.g., Ps 51,10-12; Isa 4,4; 32,15-18; 44,3-5; Ezek 36,25-27; Jub 1,23; 1QS 3,6-9; 4,20-22). Nonetheless, although Judaism clearly depicts God as providing revelation and (eschatological) cleansing by means of his Spirit, the question is whether Judaism could conceive of a messianic figure in such a role. The objective of this section, therefore, is to elucidate to what extent Judaism already envisaged or anticipated a messiah who would perform activities of cleansing and revelation in relation to the Spirit.

        In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus is given the title of and confessed as (o() Xristo/j (1,17.41; 11,27; 17,3; 20,31), and Jesus also identifies himself as such (4,25-26). More particularly, the language of the Spirit descending on Jesus and "resting" or "remaining" on him (1,32-33) probably alludes to Isaiah 11,2, which presents the Davidic Messiah on whom the Spirit of wisdom, understanding, knowledge and power rests (Isa 42,1 may also be in view if we accept the more difficult reading of o( e)klekto/j in 1,34)26. This invites an investigation of the Jewish messianic traditions, especially of those texts that are rooted in Isaiah 11 (and 42).

        Due to the plurality of messianic expectations in Judaism, we shall use "messianic" rather loosely, namely as referring to an anointed (eschatological) figure who would act as God’s agent (in the last days) to redeem/deliver Israel (and to rule over her in justice and peace)27. 
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Hence, we shall examine those texts that evoke the concept of a messiah, even if the literal term xy#$m or xristo/j does not occur. We will neither elucidate Jewish messianism at large28, nor attempt to homogenize the diverse messianic ideas, but merely examine specific aspects of the Messiah, namely whether among the activities of a messianic figure are those of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit, within a context of "salvation" and judgement. An additional difficulty is that the majority of "messianic" texts "merely" mention that a messiah will come, and only a few texts actually attribute specific functions to the messianic figure. Although we are not focused on one particular type of messiah — messianic hopes were very diffuse and messianic figures could have traits of a priest, prophet, king or any combination of these — we are nevertheless especially interested in those texts that allude to Isaiah 11 (and 42) since the Fourth Evangelist himself alludes to these texts in 1,32-34 29.

        From our examination of Jewish literature we will only present the results found in the Palestinian literature (non-rabbinic and non-Qumranian literature written in Palestine) and Qumran literature, because the Diaspora literature (literature written in Greek and/or outside of Palestine) seems little interested in messianic ideas, and rabbinic writings are notoriously difficult to date and rarely attribute specific functions to a messiah.

 

1. Palestinian Literature

        Messianism developed primarily in Jewish apocalypticism, viz., the Psalms of Solomon (which reflect apocalypticism), the Similitudes of Enoch, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch (and possibly the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs). One reason might be that this literary genre is characterized by revelation, esoteric wisdom and its eschatological/end-time scenarios 
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of judgement and restoration. Another, complementary reason may be a particular Sitz im Leben, such as the Roman occupation or the rise of the Hasmonean dynasty. These documents can all be dated between 100 BCE and 100 CE, and the presence of messianic ideas in them is (with the exception of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs) virtually agreed on by all scholars.

        Psalms of Solomon (composed in the first century BCE) is most prominent for its messianic concept. This document envisages a Davidic messiah who is endowed with the Spirit, wisdom, understanding and might (17, 21.37; 18.7), which echoes Isaiah 11,2. This messiah will destroy the wicked, judge the nations, restore Israel and rule over her as God’s appointed king (17,21-46; cf. Isa 11,4-9). It is important to observe how the Messiah will accomplish his task. First, he will exercise judgement by the word of his mouth (17,24.35), which reflects the LXX translation of Isaiah 11,4. If we recognize the connection of ideas employed by "word", "might" and "Spirit" in 17,36-37 (e)n i)sxu/i lo/gou; dunato_n e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w|), in combination with Isaiah 11,2 (pneu=ma i)sxu/oj [LXX]) and Isaiah 11,4 (e)n pneu/mati xeile/wn [LXX]), then we may suggest that the Messiah’s words have such powerful effect because they are Spirit-imbued words. Second, he will cleanse (kaqari/zw) Jerusalem (i.e., Israel) and make her people holy (17,22.30), and he can do this because he himself is kaqaro_j a)po_ a(marti/aj (17,36). Third, he will gather a holy people whom he will lead in righteousness, i.e., he will reveal to them God’s righteousness so that they can live accordingly (17,26; cf. 17,40-41; 18,8)30. Fourth, connecting these second and third aspects of the Messiah, the Messiah will cleanse Israel, make her holy and guide her in righteousness precisely through his revelatory word/teaching. The Messiah himself is taught by God (17,32), and in turn he is expected to instruct/discipline Israel (paideu/w [17,42]; cf. the knowledge and teaching that the Messiah is expected to bring in Isa 11,9; 42,4). In fact, 17,43 indicates that his words are aimed at having a purifying effect (ta_ r(h/mata au)tou= pepurwme/na u(pe_r xrusi/on to_ prw=ton ti/mion) and are used to discern/"judge" (diakri/nw) among Israel. Moreover, the Messiah will not only destroy the wicked with the word of his mouth, but will also instruct/discipline Israel with this same word (lo/goj sto/matoj au)tou= in 17,24.35 and r(a/bdoj paidei/aj in 18,7 are parallel terms; cf. Isa 11,4 to which is alluded and 
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where the LXX translates +b#$ ["rod"] by lo/goj). In sum, the messianic concept in Psalms of Solomon is strongly rooted in Isaiah 11, and the primary means by which the Messiah will carry out his task of judgement and cleansing is his Spirit-imbued revelatory word/teaching.

        The Similitudes of Enoch or 1 Enoch 37–71 (which can be dated between 50 BCE and 70 CE) also depicts a messianic figure, called "Son of Man", "Elect One" (cf. Isa 42,1), "Righteous One", "Messiah"31, who is endowed with the Spirit of wisdom, knowledge, might and righteousness (49,3; 62,2; cf. Isa 11,2), and who will exercise judgement and bring "salvation" to the righteous (e.g., 45,3; 46,4-5; 48,7; 49,4; 50-51; 52,9; 55,4; 61,8-9; 62,2-3; 69,27-29). He will judge the wicked by the word of his mouth (62,2; cf. 61,9), which reflects Isaiah 11,4 (LXX), and he will reveal (life-giving?) wisdom to the righteous (48,7). It would probably not be too wide of the mark to suggest that this messianic figure is able to reveal wisdom because he himself is endowed with the Spirit of wisdom. Moreover, he can judge in righteousness (50,4; 62,3) and wisdom (the word of his mouth in 62,2 corresponds to the wisdom of his mouth in 51,3) precisely because the Spirit has endowed him with these qualities (cf. 51,3). Thus, the Similitudes also draws on Isaiah 11 (and 42) to picture a messianic figure who will judge the wicked and reveal wisdom to the righteous by means of his Spirit-imbued word.

        4 Ezra (dated at the end of the first century CE) describes a scene of judgement in the so-called "eagle vision" (11,36-12,3) in which the lion is explicitly identified as the Messiah (12,31-32). Although the "man from the sea" in 13,1-13 is not explicitly identified as the Messiah, the similarity in task, the allusions to Isaiah 11, and the parallel between 13,25-26 and 12,32 strongly suggest that this figure is none other than the Messiah. This messianic figure will judge the wicked and deliver the righteous (12,32-34; 13,10-13.25-50)32. The Messiah will destroy the wicked by means of, inter alia, a flaming xwr from his lips (13,10-11), which resembles closely the killing of the wicked by the xwr of his lips in Isaiah 11,4. Although 2 Baruch (compiled around the same time 
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as 4 Ezra) has many references to a messiah (once alluding to Isa 42,1 in 70,10), it does not reveal much of his functions, except the now common picture of a warrior-messiah who will bring judgement and "salvation" (30; 40; 72-73). Regarding the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, the Testament of Levi 18,2-9 delineates a priestly messiah (but rooted in Isa 11) upon whom the Spirit of understanding and sanctification/cleansing rests, and who will effect judgement and peace33.

2. Qumran Literature

        In Qumran literature, we find the conceptualization of three eschatological figures — occasionally a Prophet like Moses, and more often the Messiah of Aaron and the Messiah of Israel (1QS 9,11 is the locus classicus for this expectation, but cf. CD 7,17-21; 1Q28a col 2,11-22; 4Q174 f1-3 col 1,10-13; 4Q175 5-18)34. We shall first elucidate the messianic ideas in a few individual texts and then determine whether these portrayals contain common elements. 1Q28b col 5,21-26 echoes Isaiah 11 and presents a messiah endowed with the Spirit of knowledge and might who will bring judgement and "salvation" with the power of his mouth, with the xwr of his lips. It would probably not be too wide of the mark to claim that the powerful xwr of his mouth either refers to the Spirit of might or to the effect of his Spirit-endowment. Isaiah 11,1-5 is even cited in its entirety in 4Q161 f8-10 col 3,11-16. This suggests that the powerful effect of the xwr of the Messiah’s lips is due to his endowment of the Spirit (of might). Perhaps this is why in line 19 the execution of the Messiah’s enemies by the xwr of his lips can be directly related (or attributed) to God’s support of the Messiah with the Spirit of might. 4Q534 col 1,8-10; 2,7-16 probably alludes to Isaiah 11 and 42 when it depicts God’s Chosen 
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One filled with wisdom and knowledge who will cause destruction by the xwr of his breath35.

        4Q175 5-13 speaks both of the eschatological Prophet who will bring God’s revelation (with negative consequences for those who reject it) and of a royal-political messiah who will execute judgement. Lines 14-20 of 4Q175 also present the idea of a messiah providing revelation; a priestly messiah who would according to Deuteronomy 33,10 teach the law (cf. the revelatory function implicit in the epithet "the Interpreter/Teacher of the law" in CD 7,18 and 4Q174 f1-3 col 1,11, which probably refers to the same priestly messianic figure)36. 4Q541 f7 4-6 possibly refers to judgement or a sifting of the wicked and the wise ones by means of the Messiah’s word/teaching. 4Q541 f9 col 1,2-3 depicts a priestly messiah who will perform acts of atonement/ cleansing, and he will do so by means of the revelation of his wisdom in the form of divine teaching37. In the Damascus Document we can also find reference to an eschatological act of atonement which will cleanse the sins of the community, performed either by a priestly messiah or by God through his messiah (CD 14,19)38.

        It appears that Qumran literature draws on a broad nexus of OT texts for the portrayal of its various messianic figures (see n.34), but these descriptions appear to have some common traits39. Judgement is an important function of the Prophet and the royal Messiah, and takes place when the Prophet’s revelatory words of his mouth are rejected (4Q175; cf. 4Q541) and when the Spirit-endowed royal 
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Messiah will strike the wicked with the xwr of his mouth (1Q28b, 4Q161, 4Q534). The common denominator in this idea of judgement, then, appears to be what comes out of the mouth of the eschatological figure, whether a revelatory word or the powerful xwr. Acts of atonement/cleansing are occasionally mentioned and performed by a priestly messiah (4Q541; CD; cf. 11Q13). Messianic figures are also expected to bring revelation, either as a means of judgement or for teaching and/or interpreting the law to the people (4Q175; 4Q541; cf. 4Q174, CD). In fact, the Spirit’s providing the Messiah with revelatory wisdom (1Q28b, 4Q161) naturally also has a revelatory dimension40. In many of these texts the Spirit is instrumental in the Messiah’s eschatological activities of judgement and "salvation".

3. Synthesis

        Many Jewish messianic texts we have elucidated draw on or allude to Isaiah 11 (esp. v. 4). The issue then is the nature of what exactly comes out of the Messiah’s mouth, indicated by wytp#& xwr in Isaiah 11,4. The word hp#& can mean "lip" but also "speech", and the semantic domain of xwr contains both "breath" and "Spirit", so that the expression wytp#& xwr may simply mean "the breath of his lips" but it can also refer to the Messiah’s Spirit-imbued word. There are good reasons to assume that we do not need to choose between these two references but that probably both are in view. First, the co-text of Isaiah 11,4 clearly mentions the Messiah’s endowment with the Spirit of wisdom, of knowledge and of might (v. 2). This suggests that the revelatory wisdom, understanding and knowledge provided by the Spirit are probably the basis for the Messiah’s Spirit-imbued speech described in v. 4. Moreover, the powerful effect of the Messiah’s words described in Isaiah 11,4 should probably also be attributed to this Spirit of might/power. Second, the LXX translation of Isaiah 11,4 explicitly states that words come out of the Messiah’s mouth (oi( lo/goi tou= sto/matoj au)tou=), and the intended parallelism with pneu=ma xeile/wn suggests that these words are Spirit-infused. Third, some Jewish texts we have elucidated also interpret Isaiah 11,4 in terms of a messiah’s judgement by his Spirit-imbued word (Psalms of Solomon, 1 Enoch, 4 Ezra, 1Q28b, 4Q161, 4Q534). Thus, the Messiah’s Spirit-imbued word is the primary and powerful means by which he executes judgement.
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        This eschatological judgement contains a dimension of cleansing, in that Israel will be purged, i.e., cleansed, from her enemies (PsSol explicitly uses the term kaqari/zw; cf. TestXII.Lev. 18,2-9). This is due to the Messiah’s dual task of judgement and restoration; the judgement of Israel’s enemies goes side by side with (or is part of) the "salvation" the Messiah will bring to Israel (cf. Isa 11,1-9; 42,1-7; 61,1-3). In the Psalms of Solomon, this cleansing is effected by the Messiah’s empowerment with the Spirit. Moreover, some Qumran writings occasionally attribute acts of cleansing to a messiah and/or speak of the cleansing capacity or effect of his word/teaching (4Q541; CD; cf. 11Q13). Hence, the Messiah’s (Spirit-imbued) word seems also instrumental in his activities of cleansing. It can be argued that those messianic texts which allude to Isaiah 11 naturally expect that the Messiah’s Spirit-provided revelatory wisdom, understanding and knowledge form the basis for his revelatory speech and teaching, and hence the Spirit also seems instrumental in the revelation the Messiah provides.

        In conclusion, although there is not one document that explicitly attributes all the above functions to a single messiah, some common traits can be detected in the various portrayals of messiahs in messianic Judaism. Many of these messianic texts draw, inter alia, on Isaiah 11 and consequently envisage a messiah endowed with the Spirit in order to carry out his task. We may conclude, then, that at least some messianic strands within Judaism knew of a messiah who would perform acts of judgement, "salvation", cleansing and revelation by means of the Spirit (or by means of what the Spirit provides, such as wisdom, knowledge and might). If one also realizes that Judaism at large expected that God would bring about Israel’s eschatological salvation by means of his Spirit (e.g., Isa 32,15; 44,3; Ezek 36,25-27), then it will come as no surprise that messianic Judaism expected this to happen precisely through God’s Spirit-endowed Messiah. This conclusion coheres with our suggestion in section I concerning the basic meaning of the Johannine metaphor "to baptize with the Holy Spirit" in terms of Jesus’ activities of cleansing and revelation by means of the Spirit. Nevertheless, this idea needs to be substantiated by, and tested against, the presentation of Jesus and his activities in the Fourth Gospel.

 

III. Spirit-Baptism in the Fourth Gospel

        Having suggested that the Johannine concept of Spirit-baptism refers to Jesus’ activities of revelation and cleansing through the Spirit, 
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and is rooted in Jewish messianic expectations, we shall now investigate to what extent the Evangelist adheres to this understanding and throws more light on the metaphor. Bearing in mind that the literal term "to baptize with Spirit" is a hapax legomenon in the Fourth Gospel, the Evangelist has probably captured or unfolded this concept of Jesus’ baptizing with Holy Spirit by using other images or even metaphors. For even if the literal phrase "to baptize with Holy Spirit" does not occur, the concept can still be evoked. The question then is: how is the concept of Spirit-baptism manifested in the Fourth Gospel? Our strategy in answering this question is twofold. First, we will look at Jesus’ ministry and investigate his predominant activity. Second, we will elucidate the role of the Spirit in Jesus’ mission. We will dismiss the concept of Jesus’ baptizing with water (3,22.26; 4,1) as a clue for interpreting Jesus’ Spirit-baptism because the correction of the narrator in 4,2 explains that it was actually not Jesus himself who baptized, and hence it would be unlikely that the water-baptism by Jesus’ disciples has suddenly become an interpretation of the Spirit-baptism by Jesus41.

1. The Nature of Jesus’ Ministry

        Jesus’ main activity in the Fourth Gospel is teaching (cf. the use of dida/skw and didaxh/ in 6,59; 7,14-17.28.35; 8,2.20; 18,19-20) and he is frequently addressed as "Teacher" (1,38; 3,2; 8,4; 11,28; 13,13-14; 20,16). The Johannine presentations of Jesus’ teaching are essentially the public discourses in John 1-12 and the private discourses to the disciples in John 13-17. This teaching is revelatory in that it comes from God and is about God whom no one has seen (1,18; 3,34; 7,16-17). In fact, Jesus’ revelation and teaching are identical, i.e., Jesus reveals through his teaching and he teaches through revelation. The aim of his revelatory teaching is to reveal the identity and work of the Father and Son and the nature of their relationship (1,18; 3,11-13.31-36; 8,19; 14,9-11; 15,15; 17,6-8.26)42. Jesus encounters people with his revelatory teaching, which carries an intrinsic demand for a response; Jesus confronts people with the choice of accepting or rejecting him and his revelation. Moreover, this revelation/teaching leads to life/salvation if accepted but to judgement and death if rejected (e.g., 3,15-18.36; 5,24; 6,35; 9,41). 
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        Besides a revelatory aspect, Jesus’ teaching also has a cleansing dimension. Jesus declares to his disciples in 15,3 that they are already clean (kaqaroi/) by or because of his revelatory word (cf. Jesus’ statement in 13,10 that the disciples are clean [kaqaro/j]). In 17,17 we find the idea of God’s word, given by Jesus to the disciples (17,8.14), purifying (a(gia/zw) the disciples. Both kaqaro/j and a(gia/zw (as bapti/zw) evoke the imagery of cleansing43. More particularly, Jesus’ word can cleanse people because it contains truth, which will sanctify and set people free from sin (8,31-36; 17,17). Thus, the picture that emerges is that of Jesus cleansing people by means of his word/teaching because it contains life-giving, liberating, purifying truth. In sum, Jesus’ teaching contains both a revelatory and cleansing dimension, and gives life if accepted but results in judgement and death if rejected.

2. The Role of the Spirit in Jesus’ Ministry

        Jesus’ revelatory teaching is essentially the communication of what he has seen and heard from the Father (3,12-13.31-34; 5,19-20; 8,26-28.38; 14,24; 15,15). Jesus can bring this revelation from and about God precisely because Jesus is endowed with the Spirit. As we have suggested in section II, 1,32-34 alludes to Isaiah 11,2 and signifies Jesus’ endowment with the Spirit of wisdom, knowledge and might. The implication is that the Spirit provides Jesus with revelatory wisdom and knowledge, which would naturally form the basis for revelatory teaching. This would nicely dovetail with 3,34 which indicates that Jesus can speak the words of God, i.e., bring God’s revelation, because God gives Jesus the Spirit without measure44. Thus, Jesus can be the Revealer of God, and as such provide revelatory teaching, precisely because he is endowed with the Spirit (of wisdom, knowledge and power)45.

        The Spirit upon Jesus does not only empower Jesus for his mission but also has an effect on people. The "acceptance" of Jesus’ revelatory teaching in order to receive life/salvation is based on an adequate belief-response that recognizes and understands the true identity and work of the Father and Son, and their relationship. People, however, by 
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themselves cannot come to such belief-response and cannot "hear"/understand the words of Jesus/God because they do not know God and are not from God (1,18; 7,28; 8,19.43.47.55; 16,3; 17,3). People are frequently depicted as being dull, as misunderstanding Jesus, or as finding his teaching difficult or unable to understand (Nicodemus in 3,1-15; the Samaritan woman in 4,1-26; the disciples [14,5-9; 16,17-18; 20,9]; cf. 6,60; 10,6). Others blatantly reject Jesus because their eyes are blinded and their hearts are hardened, i.e., their minds are closed for true understanding (12,39-40; cf. 1,10-11). In short, people are not from God and unable of themselves to grasp the meaning and significance of Jesus’ life-giving teaching because they lack understanding.

        The Spirit is, according to the Fourth Gospel, instrumental in the process of bringing people to understanding belief and hence salvation. First, those people who accept, i.e., believe in Jesus, are born from God (1,12-13). John 3,3.5 subsequently elucidates this birth from God as a birth from the Spirit, which alludes to the eschatological cleansing and transformation of Israel that God will bring about by means of his Spirit (Ezek 36,25-27; 37,1-14). This new birth is accomplished through looking in belief at the one lifted up on the cross (3,14-15). However, 3,9-13 points out that Nicodemus is not able to grasp Jesus’ revelation and to respond in belief, and implies that a birth of the Spirit is accomplished through some sort of understanding of Jesus’ revelation, especially that of the cross46. Second, the Spirit is actively reaching out to people through Jesus’ teaching. In John 4, Jesus is depicted as the source of "living water" (4,10.14), which is a metaphor for Jesus’ Spirit-imbued revelatory teaching that cleanses and purifies47, and which leads to eternal life/salvation if it is accepted (4,41-42). In John 6, Jesus states that his words are life-and-Spirit (6,63), i.e., the Spirit gives life (6,63a) precisely in and through Jesus’ life-giving words (6,63c). This coheres with the concept of the Spirit of truth in John 13-17. After Jesus’ departure, the Spirit will mediate or reveal to people the life-giving truth present in Jesus’ teaching (16,13), and, in fact, the disciples already "know", i.e., have experienced, this Spirit as such (u(mei=j ginw/skete au)to/ [pneu=ma th=j a)lhqei/aj] [14,17]).

        In sum, the Spirit provides Jesus with revelatory wisdom and 
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knowledge that is the basis for his revelatory teaching, which cleanses and gives life because it contains liberating and purifying truth/wisdom. People need to know God through an understanding and acceptance of Jesus’ teaching, and subsequently become from God through a new birth. The Spirit functions in this process as the facilitator of true understanding, in that the Spirit mediates to people the life-giving truth present in Jesus’ word so that people may come to true understanding and belief, and to a subsequent birth of the Spirit. Thus, Jesus performs activities of revelation and cleansing (through his teaching) by means of the Spirit48.

3. Jesus’ Spirit-Baptism

        After having outlined the nature of Jesus’ ministry and the role of the Spirit in this, we are now able to see how this dovetails with a concept of "the baptism with Holy Spirit" as referring to a Spirit-endowed messiah who would reveal God and cleanse people. First, the metaphorical birth of water-and-Spirit denotes the cleansing and transformation of people by means of the Spirit, which is based on a Spirit-provided understanding of the significance of Jesus’ revelation (culminating on the cross). Second, the "living water" that Jesus offers denotes the cleansing and life-giving qualities of Jesus’ Spirit-imbued revelation. Third, according to John 3 and 6, Jesus’ revelatory word/teaching is (or becomes) life-giving if its significance is understood, which is possible because the Spirit is actively reaching out to people through Jesus’ teaching and revealing to people the significance of Jesus’ revelation, especially the event on the cross.

        From our investigation thus far the following picture then seems to emerge. Jesus’ main activity in the Fourth Gospel is to provide Spirit-imbued revelatory teaching that cleanses and restores people, in that it brings life/salvation to those who accept Jesus and his revelation. To put it differently, Jesus cleanses and transforms people, and hence gives them eternal life, through his revelatory teaching by means of the Spirit, in that the Spirit empowers Jesus and is active in and through Jesus’ life-giving revelation. Jesus reveals God by means of his Spirit-imbued teaching, which, if accepted, cleanses the person and brings life/salvation, or, if rejected, brings judgement and condemnation. This concept could then be an expression or interpretation of Jesus’ 

_____________________
53
baptizing with the Holy Spirit. Hence, I suggest that, according to the Fourth Evangelist, Jesus’ confronting of people with his Spirit-imbued revelatory life-giving teaching is essentially an actualization of Jesus’ baptizing with Holy Spirit. Spirit-baptism then denotes the concept of cleansing through revelation; through Jesus’ Spirit-imbued word/teaching, which reveals God, people are cleansed (cf. 13,10; 15,3; 17,17). All people who encounter Jesus’ teaching, then, undergo this baptism with the Holy Spirit, but the effect it has on people depends on one’s response towards Jesus; those who accept Jesus’ teaching experience the baptism as cleansing and salvific, whereas those who reject it experience this same baptism as causing judgement 49.

        The Fourth Gospel envisages the time after Jesus’ departure to be in continuity with Jesus’ earthly ministry, in that there is a strong continuity between Jesus’ earthly mission and the mission of the Paraclete and the disciples. First, the Paraclete is modelled on Jesus and will take over Jesus’ functions after his departure (14,16) 50. Second, as a revelatory Teacher, the Paraclete will enable the disciples to recall Jesus’ revelatory words/teaching and reveal to them their meaning and significance (14,26; 16,12-15), which will inform and prepare the disciples’ witness to the world (15,26-27) 51. Third, connecting 16,8-11 with 16,12-15, the Paraclete will convict the world of sin, righteousness and judgement precisely by revealing and teaching the significance of Jesus’ historical revelation to and through the disciples because the world cannot see or know the Paraclete (14,17) 52. The Paraclete’s conviction of the world, on the basis of the proclamation of Jesus’ words through the disciples, also results in either salvation or judgement, dependent on whether one accepts or rejects the correlated witness of the Paraclete and the disciples (15,18 – 16,4; 16,8-11; 17,14.20)53. Fourth, Jesus’ mission is paradigmatic for the mission of the disciples (17,18; 20,21).

        This strong continuity between Jesus’ earthly ministry and the ministry of the Paraclete and the disciples invites the question of how the latter ministry may be related to Jesus’ Spirit-baptism, i.e., the 
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question of how the mission of the Paraclete and the disciples will then be one of revelation and cleansing. If the disciples were cleansed by Jesus’ revelatory word (15,3; 17,17), then further revelation of Jesus’ teaching (provided by the Paraclete) will be expected to result in further cleansing (cf. "truth" being the cleansing content of Jesus’ word [17,17] that is mediated to people by the Spirit of truth [16,13]). Moreover, the disciples’ witness is informed by and based on Jesus’ words as the result of the Paraclete’s revelatory teaching activity. Hence, if other people may believe in Jesus through the disciples’ Paraclete-imbued words (15,26-27; 17,20), then they will also be cleansed by these words. People who are confronted with the combined witness of the Paraclete and the disciples are essentially confronted with the revelatory life-giving teaching of Jesus himself. In fact, the disciples’ words are "Paraclete" and "life" (cf. 6,63), and therefore are expected to have the same revelatory and cleansing quality/effect as Jesus’ words. Thus, the glorified Jesus will continue his work of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit-Paraclete through the disciples, and hence Jesus will continue to baptize people with Holy Spirit, in that people will be confronted with the disciples’ Paraclete-imbued witness.

        The final text we need to look at is 20,22, concerning the giving of the Spirit. We have argued elsewhere that the "giving" of the Spirit in 20,22 denotes the disciples’ reception or experience of a new relationship with the Spirit that secures and sustains their salvation, and that the coming of the Spirit as Paraclete refers to an event beyond the chronological horizon of the Fourth Gospel54. If "to baptize with Holy Spirit" refers to Jesus’ confrontation of, for instance, his disciples with his life-giving teaching (in and through which the Spirit is active), and if the giving of the Spirit by Jesus secures and sustains the disciples’ saving relationship with Jesus, then the disciples’ reception of the Spirit in 20,22 should probably also be included in the concept of Jesus baptizing with Holy Spirit55. Moreover, if "to baptize with Holy Spirit" 
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also refers to Jesus’ continuous ministry of revelation and cleansing after his glorification through the disciples by means of the Spirit-Paraclete, then it is likely that the coming of the Spirit-Paraclete would also come under the heading "to baptize with Holy Spirit". Hence, both the giving of the Spirit in 20,22 and the awaited coming of the Spirit-Paraclete can be included in the concept "to baptize with Holy Spirit".

 

IV. The Meaning of Spirit-Baptism in the Fourth Gospel

        We are now in a position to define more precisely the meaning of the metaphor bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| in the Fourth Gospel according to John’s understanding. Linguistically, we suggested that the two basic referents of bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| are revelation and cleansing, and that the Spirit would be instrumental (section I). Subsequently, we argued that this concept of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit is rooted in Jewish messianic expectations (section II). Assuming that the meaning of bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| would be further unfolded in the rest of John’s Gospel, we examined the nature of Jesus’ ministry and the role of the Spirit (before and after Jesus’ departure) (section III). This investigation showed that both revelation and cleansing are dominant aspects of Jesus’ ministry and frequently related to the Spirit. We suggested that these activities of Jesus by means of the Spirit are in fact an actualization of Jesus’ baptizing of people with Holy Spirit. Consequently, John seems to understand bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| as a metaphor for the Messiah’s ongoing revelation of God to and cleansing of Israel by means of the Spirit, effecting both salvation and judgement, depending on one’s attitude towards the Spirit-Baptizer56. Hence, bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is soteriologically necessary.

        When did the Evangelist think that the Baptist’s prophecy concerning Jesus’ baptizing with Holy Spirit was fulfilled? Narratively 1,33 creates a tension — when will Jesus start doing it? — and, in the light of this, 3,22 is teasing, until 4,2 resolves the matter. The vast 
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majority of scholars think that "the baptism in/with Holy Spirit" refers to one single event, and is fulfilled either in 19,3057 or 20,2258, or at an event beyond the text of John’s Gospel, such as Pentecost in Acts 259. However, we have already seen that "to baptize with Holy Spirit" cannot be restricted to a single event. In fact, the Fourth Gospel depicts Jesus’ activity of baptizing with Holy Spirit as a process or nexus of activities which had already started during Jesus’ ministry, which continued after his glorification, and which finds its fulfilment at a point in the further future. It would probably not be too wide of the mark to assume that this future point might be the Parousia60.

        We are now also able to assess (from a Johannine perspective) the Pentecostal position and that of Dunn. Classical Pentecostalism interprets "the baptism in the Holy Spirit" as the gift of the Spirit for missionary empowerment (so, for example, Ervin and Menzies). However, to interpret "the baptism in the Holy Spirit" in terms of the Messiah giving God’s Spirit as empowerment remains problematic and is also too limited since Jesus’ Spirit-baptism is not merely a donum superadditum without soteriological consequences. Moreover, bapti/zw in Judaism does not carry the sense of "to empower".

        Taking Spirit-baptism as the high-point in conversion-initiation, Dunn sees an initiatory metaphor in the Spirit-baptism: just as Jesus’ own anointing at the Jordan was an initiatory experience, a baptism in the Spirit, so he will baptize others in the Spirit, i.e., initiate others into the new age/Kingdom61. Thus, Jesus’ own baptism in the Spirit is paradigmatic of all later Spirit-baptisms; Jesus’ entry into the new age and covenant is prototypical of every initiate’s entry into the new age and covenant62. Finally, based on John 7,39, Dunn argues that Jesus’ 
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ministry as Baptizer in the Spirit is postponed until he has been glorified63. However, Dunn’s view is not without difficulties64. First, there is no evidence that when bapti/zw is used as a metaphor it ever carried the sense "to initiate"65. Second, we suggested that, according to 1,32-34 and its allusion to Isaiah 11,2, Jesus’ anointing at the Jordan was not an initiation into the new age and covenant but an empowerment of the Spirit to fulfil his messianic task as Spirit-Baptizer. Third, from a Johannine perspective, Jesus did not need to be cleansed and purified himself first in order to baptize with the Holy Spirit, and therefore, Jesus’ experience at the Jordan cannot be equated with a baptism in the Spirit. Thus, Jesus’ anointing with the Spirit is not paradigmatic for later believers66. Fourth, concerning the start of Jesus’ ministry as Spirit-Baptizer, we argued that Jesus’ activity as the Spirit-Baptizer had already started during his ministry.

 

Excursus: A Comparison of Spirit-Baptism
in John and the Synoptics

        Comparing the saying in John 1,33 with that in the Synoptics we find that John 1,33 and Mark 1,8 have bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w|, whereas Matthew 3,11 and Luke 3,16 contain bapti/zw e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| kai_ puri/67. From a source-critical perspective it seems that Matthew and Luke reflect their dependence on the Q tradition, which is most probably the original saying68. We believe that Turner has made a good case for Luke’s understanding of the metaphor: he argues that the purpose of Jesus’ Spirit-baptism is to cleanse 
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repentant Israel with the Spirit of the contagion of sin, and that John the Baptist did not go further than the traditional expectation of the Messiah mightily endowed with the Spirit (based on Isa 11,1-4), and the arrival of the Messiah, effecting both judgement and salvation, would itself be sufficient to explain the metaphor "to baptize with Holy Spirit-and-fire" (cf. Isa 4,4)69.

        How does such an interpretation relate to John’s understanding of "to baptize with the Holy Spirit"? We will first suggest why the Fourth Evangelist omitted the "and fire" from the original Q-saying. A possible reason for this omission is because according to the Fourth Gospel Jesus did not visibly introduce a judgement of fire as the Baptist anticipated70. Judgement in the Fourth Gospel is not depicted in apocalyptic end-of-the-world language, nor does John portray Jesus as bringing judgement in an active way (3,17; 8,15). Jesus is depicted as the locus of God’s revelation and salvation, and there is judgement for those who reject the revelation Jesus brings, i.e., judgement is dependent on one’s attitude towards the Spirit-Baptizer (3,17-21.36; 5,24; 9,1-41; 12,47-48). Jesus and his ministry have a kri/sij-effect: judgement is the inevitable and immediate consequence of those who reject Jesus and the revelation he brings in his teaching. Porsch neatly expresses it as follows:

Das vom Täufer bei Mt und Lk angekündigte Gericht ("mit Feuer") ist dadurch bei Joh ganz ins Innere verlegt, insofern die Begegnung mit der Offenbarung Jesu den Menschen in die Krisis stellt und ihn entweder >reinigt< oder nur noch mehr verhärtet71.

        Hence, both John and the Synoptics have a similar understanding of the Baptist’s prophecy "to baptize with Holy Spirit(-and-fire)", in that Spirit-baptism has the purpose of cleansing and effects salvation or judgement. A possible explanation for this resemblance may be that the Fourth Evangelist knew (part of) Q or the Synoptic tradition, and utilized or shared the same Baptist tradition as the Synoptics but shaped it according to his own theological concerns/purposes72. Even those who challenge John’s 
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dependence on the Synoptics still explain the contacts between John and the Synoptics in terms of contacts between the sources of the Synoptic writers and those available to the Fourth Evangelist, rather than among the Gospels themselves73.

 

V. Conclusion

        Jesus is depicted in the Fourth Gospel as being empowered by the Spirit in order to provide life-giving revelation that would cleanse Israel. Jesus’ eschatological cleansing of Israel by the Spirit is captured by the Evangelist under the metaphor "to baptize with Holy Spirit", which in turn embraces Jesus’ ministry of revelatory teaching. In fact, "to baptize with Holy Spirit" is Jesus’ ministry; it is shorthand for Jesus’ salvific programme of revelation and cleansing by means of the Spirit. In other words, 1,33 is programmatic for Jesus’ ministry, in that it sets the agenda for Jesus’ ministry and summarizes in a nutshell Jesus’ salvific programme for Israel (and the world).

        The Jewish picture of a messianic figure endowed with Spirit and revelatory wisdom who would purge/cleanse Israel of her enemies with his revelatory Spirit-imbued word, rooted in Isaiah 11, fits best the picture of the Johannine Jesus. Since the Jewish concepts of a messiah were diverse and consisted of a large complex of ideas, it is unlikely that John merely had one text or activity of the Messiah in mind. Rather, John probably employed from the traditions or sources to which he had access a metaphor that would succinctly summarize Jesus’ dominant activities of cleansing through revelation by means of the Spirit, and that at the same time could be linked to a similar nexus of messianic ideas in Judaism.

        Consequently, according to our interpretation, there is no such thing as the "baptism in Holy Spirit" — neither as a technical term for a "second blessing" nor as a referent merely to one single event; rather, the metaphor "to baptize with Holy Spirit" is the umbrella-term for the sum total of Jesus’ soteriological activities by means of the Spirit. 
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Moreover, because salvation or judgement are dependent on one’s attitude towards the Spirit-Baptizer, Jesus’ activity "to baptize with Holy Spirit" is a soteriological necessity and not merely a donum superadditum (contra classical Pentecostalism). It is our contention that Johannine scholarship has downplayed or neglected the significance of the concept of Jesus as the Spirit-Baptizer, namely that o( bapti/zwn e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is a programmatic statement for Jesus’ nexus of soteriological activities (especially of revelation and cleansing) in relation to people by means of the Spirit. Finally, if "to baptize with Holy Spirit" includes the soteriological activities of the glorified Jesus in this world until the Parousia, then this has ongoing significance for every generation of believers. "To baptize with Holy Spirit", then, does not merely involve the process or event of entering into salvation, which climaxes with the birth or "reception" of the Spirit, but also the process of remaining in salvation, in which that salvation is worked and lived out.
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SUMMARY

        The various ways of understanding "baptism in the Holy Spirit" has caused much division in both academic scholarship and the church. Most theories have been based on the Synoptics and Acts, but the phrase o( bapti/zwn e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is also present in the Fourth Gospel (1,33). However, Johannine scholarship has hardly given attention to this concept. This paper will seek to establish that o( bapti/zwn e)n pneu/mati a(gi/w| is a programmatic statement for Jesus’ nexus of soteriological activities in relation to people by means of the Spirit. "To baptize with Holy Spirit" refers to Jesus’ programme of cleansing people through revelation by means of the Spirit. Moreover, this concept is rooted in Jewish messianic traditions, which were able to expect a messiah who would judge, restore and cleanse by means of his Spirit-imbued word.

© 2003 Biblica

 

________________________________

NOTES 

1 This view is best defended by R.P. MENZIES, Empowered for Witness. The Spirit in Luke-Acts (JPTSS 6; Sheffield 1994) chap. 12.
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