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BE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT 
Ephesians 5:18 (No. 38) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
February 28, 2016 

INTRODUCTION 

This morning we want to study together Ephesians 5:18, particularly the phrase, “be filled with 
the Spirit” and understand what that means.  The Spirit’s filling of believers—living the Spirit-
filled life—is frequently misunderstood.  So my aim this morning is that you would understand 
what “being filled with the Spirit” is.  We’re going to do a little Bible study this morning to learn 
what that phrase means.  Let’s put the passage before us in Eph 5:15-21, focus on v. 18 

Eph 5:15-21 15 Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise,16 making the best 
use of the time, because the days are evil.17 Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the 
will of the Lord is. 18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with 
the Spirit, 19 addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making 
melody to the Lord with your heart,20 giving thanks always and for everything to God the 
Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 21 submitting to one another out of reverence for 
Christ. 

 
In verse 18, there are two commands set in contrast with each other: 

• 1: Do not get drunk with wine 
• 2: But be filled with the Spirit 

Paul’s emphasis is clearly on the second command—being filled with the Spirit—because from 
that main verb “be filled” flows five participles (a kind of verb that modifies another word).  
These participles in vv. 19-21 describe the result of being Spirit-filled.  The Spirit-filled life 
results in these things.  {read v. 19-21} addressing, singing, making, giving, submitting.  So we 
want to spend most of our time thinking about what is means to be Spirit-filled.  But Paul sets a 
contrast that is meant for you to understand what it means to be Spirit-filled. 

So let’s start by understanding the first command. . .  

I. DO NOT GET DRUNK WITH WINE 

v. 18: "And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit," 

A. Drunkenness is a Sin 

This is a command—a prohibition.  Here, Paul tells us that drunkenness is a sin.  The verb is set 
in the present tense—which conveys continuous action.  “Never get drunk” is the idea. 

B. Cross-References 

Labeling drunkenness as a sin isn’t original with Paul.  The entire scope of Scripture is clear that 
getting drunk is sinful.  The Scriptures never say anything positive about being drunk. 
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Where there is a story of drunkenness, there is a story of sin.  For example, we think of the story 
of Lot’s daughters, who got him drunk and committed incest with him in order to get pregnant.  
Noah got drunk, which led to his son, Ham, behaving indecently, which led to the curse of 
Canaan.  The wise sayings in the book of Proverbs have many things to say about getting drunk. 

Pr 23:20-21: "Be not among drunkards or among gluttonous eaters of meat, for the drunkard and 
the glutton will come to poverty, and slumber will clothe them with rags." 

Pr 23:29-35: "Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has strife? Who has complaining? Who has 
wounds without cause? Who has redness of eyes? Those who tarry long over wine; those who go 
to try mixed wine. Do not look at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down 
smoothly. In the end it bites like a serpent and stings like an adder. Your eyes will see strange 
things, and your heart utter perverse things. You will be like one who lies down in the midst of 
the sea, like one who lies on the top of a mast. “They struck me,” you will say, “but I was not 
hurt; they beat me, but I did not feel it. When shall I awake? I must have another drink.”" 

Pr 31:4-5: "It is not for kings, O Lemuel, it is not for kings to drink wine, or for rulers to take 
strong drink, lest they drink and forget what has been decreed and pervert the rights of all the 
afflicted." 

Is 5:11-12: "Woe to those who rise early in the morning, that they may run after strong drink, 
who tarry late into the evening as wine inflames them! They have lyre and harp, tambourine and 
flute and wine at their feasts, but they do not regard the deeds of the Lord, or see the work of his 
hands." 

The NT lists getting drunk among other sins 

In 1 Co 5:11, Paul says not to even associate with a Christian who is a drunkard: "But now I am 
writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual 
immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler—not even to eat with such a 
one." 

There are many other references throughout Scripture. What’s plain is that Scripture always 
condemns drunkenness.  Getting drunk is a sin.  In fact, here in v. 18, Paul indicates it’s actually 
a particularly bad kind of sin for a Christian. 

C. Why Mentioned Here? 
Did you notice that the contrast in v. 18 is the third contrast in this paragraph?  Christians are to 
look carefully how they walk: 

• 15: Not as unwise but as wise  
• 17: Not foolish but understanding the Lord’s will 
• 18: Not drunk with wine but filled with the Spirit 

So three times a “not this. . . but that” contrast.  Paul is drawing a sharp contrast beteen the life of 
unbelievers and what must be the life of believers.  He’s done that throughout this letter: 

Eph 4:17-18: " Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the 
Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated 
from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart." 
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Eph 5:8: "for at one time you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children 
of light" 

Drunkenness is associated with unbelievers. 

1 Pe 4:3-4: "For the time that is past suffices for doing what the Gentiles want to do, living in 
sensuality, passions, drunkenness, orgies, drinking parties, and lawless idolatry. With respect to 
this they are surprised when you do not join them in the same flood of debauchery” 

So getting drunk is the epitome of darkness.  Peter called it debauchery and so does Paul here in 
v. 18: “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery.”  Debauchery is a word that has 
the idea of “shameless, wild, undisciplined living.”  Aristotle used the word to describe prodigals 
who wasted their life and were on the path to ruin.  In fact, you remember the story that Jesus 
told of the prodigal son. He demanded his inheritance from his father early and Luke 15:13 says, 
“[he] gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his 
property in reckless living."  To live a shameless, reckless, undisciplined, wasted life, is the 
opposite of being wise and making the best use of the time as Paul stated in vv. 15-16.  
Drunkenness is foolishness.  Fools gets drunk. 

D. Connection with Being Filled with the Spirit 

So what’s the connection between drunkenness and being filled with the Holy Spirit?  The idea is 
that just as a person can be under the influence of alcohol, we are to be under the influence of the 
Holy Spirit.  The Spirit-filled life stands in opposition to the licentious life of the drunkard. 

So let’s look at the second command. . .  

II. BE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT 

v. 18: "And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit," 

As I said before, there is lots of confusion about what this is.  If we’re to obey this command, we 
need to know what it is.  Let’s begin by understanding what it’s not. 

A. What It’s Not 

Being filled with the Spirit is not to be confused with other activities or ministries of the Holy 
Spirit in a believer’s life. 

1. Being Filled is Not the Same as Being Indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  Every believer at the 
moment of salvation receives the Holy Spirit, who comes and dwells inside them.  Every 
true believer possesses the Holy Spirit 

Ro 8:9: "You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God 
dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him." 

1 Co 6:19: "Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, 
whom you have from God? You are not your own,"  
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So being filled with the Holy Spirit doesn’t mean he comes to take up residence inside 
you.  If you are a believer, that’s already happened. 

2. Being Filled is Not the Same as Being Baptized with the Holy Spirit. The word baptize 
means to immerse. It can have different shades of meaning depending  on the context.  
When we do a baptism in our church, we immerse someone in water as a picture of our 
spiritual resurrection from the dead.  Baptize can also mean to immerse into a unified 
body. 

1 Co 12:13: "For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, 
slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one Spirit." 

So regardless of your background, social status, economic status, heredity—when you 
become a Christian, you’re part of one unified body.  So this happened, when you 
became a believer. 

3. Being Filled is Not the Same as Being Sealed with the Spirit.  I preached an entire 
message on what it means to be sealed with the Spirit when we studied: 

Eph 1:13-14: "In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 
salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who is the 
guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory." 

To be sealed with the Holy Spirit means that (1) the Spirit authenticates the genuineness 
of your salvation; (2) his presence in us marks us as God’s own; and (3) his dwelling in 
us secures us eternally in salvation.   

So once again being sealed with the Holy Spirit happens at salvation.  So indwelling of 
the Holy Spirit, baptism with the Holy Spirit, sealing with the Holy Spirit: all these 
happen at salvation.  Christians are not commanded to do these things or seek these 
things, these ministries of the Holy Spirit have already happened. 

I should add one more. . .  

4. Being Filled with the Spirit is Not an Ecstatic or Mystical Experience.  This isn’t about 
some kind of second blessing or second experience a Christian must seek.  This isn’t 
about speaking in tongues or private prayer languages or having your mind taken over so 
that you’re no longer you.  In fact, the result of being Spirit-filled is, in one sense, quite 
ordinary. The result of being Spirit-filled is in vv. 19-21. 

Ok, so what is it. . .  

B. What It Is 

We start with the word “filled” – plhro,w.  Word used all over the NT.  Important word in NT 
(could write a whole book about it).  In its simplest usage, it means to fill with content.  A glass 
filled with water. Or a coffee house filled with the aroma of coffee.  Used that way in Jn 12:3: 
"Mary therefore took a pound of expensive ointment made from pure nard, and anointed the feet 
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of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the 
perfume."  If I go to a coffee shop and stay for a long time, usually my clothes and my bag smell 
like coffee when I leave.  The aroma so fills the air that it permeates everything.  The word was 
also used to describe wind filling the sails of a boat and carrying it along, moving it forward. 

Along with these usages, metaphorically, the term came to be used of people.  And when it was 
applied to people it meant the person was characterized by whatever was filling them, 

• They were dominated by, whatever was filling them 
• They were then controlled by whatever was filling them 

For example: Jesus said to his disciples in the Upper Room in Jn 16:5-7: "But now I am going to 
him who sent me, and none of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’ But because I have said 
these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your 
advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I 
will send him to you." 

Their hearts were filled with sorrow.  They were characterized by sorrow. You could see it on 
their faces, in their demeanor. It was the dominate emotion. Sorrow was controlling them.  And 
we understand that. There may have been times in your life where you were so sad that nothing 
anyone could say or do would bring you out of it.  You were filled with sorrow. 

On the other side of the emotional spectrum, Paul says in 2 Ti 1:4: "As I remember your tears, I 
long to see you, that I may be filled with joy."  Or, he says in 2 Co 7:4: "I am acting with great 
boldness toward you; I have great pride in you; I am filled with comfort. In all our affliction, I 
am overflowing with joy." 

Or, he closes Romans with a benediction in Ro 15:13-14: "May the God of hope fill you with all 
joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. I 
myself am satisfied about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with 
all knowledge and able to instruct one another." 

So to be filled with joy is such that you are dominated by it. Controlled by it.  You’ve had times 
in your life like that too—hopefully a lot of times.  So filled with joy that nothing bothered you. 
It carried you through trouble or difficult times. 

A few more examples.  When Paul describes unbelievers in Romans 1:29 he says, "They were 
filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, 
murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips."  So they’re characterized by this 
wickedness. It marks who they are. 

You’ll recall the story of Ananias and Sapphira—some of those who were attracted to the early 
church, and yet they lied about how much they were giving to the Lord.  Peter confronted him in 
Ac 5:3: “Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to 
keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land?”  Satan filled his heart. He was 
influenced by Satan, dominated by Satan.  And there are many other references, but I think you 
get the point. To be filled is to be characterized by, to be dominated by, to be controlled by 
whatever it is that is filling.  So Paul says here to be filled with the Spirit.  And that means that: 
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• We are to be characterized by the Holy Spirit. 
• We are to be dominated by the Holy Spirit. 
• We are to be led and carried along by the Holy Spirit 
• We are to be energized by the Holy Spirit.  
• We are to be controlled by the Holy Spirit. 

Now, just to show you this, we have numerous instances in the NT where a person is filled with 
the Holy Spirit.  This is the only command to be filled with the Spirit, but there are many 
examples of it.  I want to walk you through some of these so that you get a sense of it.  I’ll just 
show you a few of these this week, and next week we’ll look at some more.  Go over to Luke 4 
and we’ll just walk through parts of Luke and Acts. 

Luke 4 
Luke 4 is the account of Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness. 

Lk 4:1-2: " And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit 
in the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during those 
days. And when they were ended, he was hungry." 

Full of the Spirit, he was led by the Spirit.  Now that is exactly what we’re saying being filled 
with the Spirit is. To be filled is to be led.  Jesus exemplifies the Spirit-filled life as he does all 
the Christian life—he is our example, our model. 

Acts 2 
Acts 2 is the birth of the church. The apostles and 120 new Christians are all together. And, just 
as Jesus promised, God’s divine presence came—signified by “tongues as of fire”. . .  

Ac 2:4: "And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the 
Spirit gave them utterance." 

What does it mean by tongues? 

Ac 2:5-8: "Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under 
heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each 
one was hearing them speak in his own language. And they were amazed and astonished, saying, 
“Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own 
native language?" 

The response of the crowd is interesting. 

Ac 2:12-13: "And all were amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, “What does this mean?” 
But others mocking said, “They are filled with new wine.”" 

So they weren’t drunk, they were filled with the Holy Spirit.  And what was the result of their 
being filled with the Holy Spirit? 

Ac 2:11: (this is what the crowd says) “we hear them telling in our own tongues the mighty works 
of God.” 
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So be filled with the Spirit results in people hearing what God has done.  We see something 
similar in Acts 4.  

Acts 4 
Peter and John were arrested and brought before the Council of Jews.  After they were released, 
they went back to their friends, praised God, and asked God for more boldness to continue to 
speak the word. 

Ac 4:31: "And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, 
and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with 
boldness." 

So they were filled and the result was that they spoke the word of God. 

More Acts 
And we could go on. 

• In Acts 6, the seven men chosen to serve alongside the apostles were men, “full of the 
Spirit and wisdom.” 

• Stephen, the first martyr, is described as “full of the Holy Spirit.” 
• In Acts 9, Paul is commissioned for the Lord’s work so that he may “be filled with the 

Holy Spirit.” 

And so on. 

Granted that some of these cases are more miraculous than others. But in each case, the person 
filled with the Spirit is carrying out the desires of the Spirit.  So it is the same—it is to be 
controlled by the Spirit. To do what he would have you do.  It is doing what the Spirit desires 
when he desires it. 

CONCLUSION 

So let’s close with the How Question.  How do you get filled with the Spirit?  You’re 
commanded to be Spirit-filled, so how do you do it.  And the question is made harder because 
“be filled” is in the passive voice.  This must happen to you. You’re responsible, but it gets done 
to you. 

As we said, to be filled with the Spirit is to be guided, motivated, controlled, dominated by, 
characterized by the Spirit.  Now, if the Spirit is leading us, don’t you wish you had a guide?  
Wouldn’t it be helpful if the Spirit wrote some things down. Told us what he wanted us to do and 
how to live.  It would be great to have a set of commands and principles—even some stories to 
illustrate the life the Spirit would have us live.  And he did, didn’t he.  The Scriptures are our 
Spirit-given guide.  So is there any connection between the Scriptures and the Spirit-filled life? 

You remember how I’ve been telling you in the past that Ephesians and Colossians were written 
around the same time by Paul while he was in prison?  They have similar themes.  Now watch 
this.  Look at the flow of Ephesians,  
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{be filled with the Spirit. . .then wives. . . husbands. . . children. . . slaves} 

Now turn over to Colossians 3:16 {Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly. . . then wives. . . 
husbands. . . children. . . slaves}  To “let the word of Christ dwell in you richly” means to be 
filled up with the Scriptures.  And notice that the results of being Spirit-filled (Eph) and letting 
the word of Christ dwell in your richly (Col) are the same in both. 

So my conclusion is that, although being Spirit-filled and letting the word of Christ richly dwell 
in you are not precisely the same, they are part of one reality.  The same reality viewed from 
different perspectives.  Such that you can say this: if the word of Christ dwells in you richly, you 
will be Spirit-filled as you yield to the word of Christ.  The Spirit directs you through his word. 

As the Word gets in you, it transforms your mind and heart so that you walk Spirit-filled—led by 
the Spirit.  So yield to his desires—that’s why it is passive (“be filled”). You yield to him.  How 
do you know his desires?  Not from a still-little-voice inside. You can’t trust that voice.  You 
know his desires by studying the Spirit’s word.  It’s death to self.  And yielding to what he wants 
you to do—so that he is controlling your thoughts, feelings, words, and actions—because you’re 
so filled with the word of Christ, it’s called the Spirit-filled life. 

So do three things: fill yourself with the word of Christ, pray that you would yield your desires to 
the Spirit’s desires, then obey.  That’s the Spirit-filled life. 
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