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THE FILLING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
EPHESIANS 5:18-21 

 

One day last April, a couple in northern California that owns a few acres went for a walk on their 

property.  It seemed innocuous enough.  After walking for a while they stopped by a particular tree and 

noticed something that made them dig around the tree.  There they began unearthing old, rusty, metal 

cans.  But the cans were heavy.  And when they peered inside the cans they saw something that was 

anything but rusty.  They saw gleaming gold shining back at them.  In total, they found 1,427 

uncirculated, mint-condition gold coins dating from 1847-1894.  The face value of the coins was about 

$27,000.  But the value will obviously well exceed that number.   

 

Coin dealers have said, “We’ve seen shipwrecks in the past where thousands of gold coins were found in 

very high grade, but a buried treasure of this sort is unheard of.…I’ve never seen this face value in North 

America and you never see coins in the condition we have here.”  The estimate is that these coins are worth 

around $10 million. [“Saddle Ridge Hoard: Buried gold coin stash ‘worth $10m’” accessed 2/26/14.] 

 

Can you imagine?  How often did they walk near that tree and while perhaps appreciating its beauty as a 

tree not realize the worth that was hiding just beneath the surface of the ground around that tree? 

 

There are believers who live the same way — there have been treasures provided for them so they might 

live godly and holy lives, but they just wander aimlessly through life, struggling and not knowing what 

has been made available to them — what a rich treasure there is for living in Christ and for Christ.  

Having been given the immense treasures of heaven, too many of us are living like paupers. 

 

That is, in part, what is in the topic before us this morning.  Two weeks ago we began a short series on 

the Holy Spirit.  It sprang from what John says in 1 John 3:24,  

 

The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We know by this that He abides in 

us, by the Spirit whom He has given us. 

 

We can be sure of our salvation when we recognize the work of the Spirit in our lives.  

 

But who is this Spirit?  We gave answers to that question two weeks ago.  And then last week we began 

answering the question, “What does the Spirit Do?”  Specifically, we looked at the monergistic works of 

the Spirit — some of the things that the Spirit does independently of the believer.  These are His works 

in every believer, beginning at the moment of salvation:  His baptism, indwelling, and sealing. 
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This morning we are going to begin looking at the synergistic works of the Spirit — what does the Spirit 

do in cooperation with the believer, in that believer’s life?  And today we want to examine just one of 

those works, the filling of the Spirit.  There is much confusion about this work of the Spirit, but the 

Scripture is quite clear about how He fills us and how we are filled with Him. 

 

And Ephesians 5 is the clearest statement of this work of the Spirit —  

 

TO BE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT MEANS TO CONSCIOUSLY LIVE UNDER THE CONTROL OF THE SPIRIT. 

 

 
1. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Is Not  

2. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Is  (v. 18) 

3. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Looks Like (vv. 19-21) 

4. How One is Filled with the Holy Spirit (Col. 3:16-17) 
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TO BE FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT MEANS TO CONSCIOUSLY LIVE UNDER THE CONTROL OF THE SPIRIT. 

 

1. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Is Not  

 

• The filling of the Spirit has been often confused with other activities of the Holy Spirit; but His 

filling of us does not refer to these activities: 

 Filling is not a second act of blessing after salvation that produces advanced spirituality.  It is not 

a “spiritual zap” that produces instant sanctification.  Though some grow more quickly and others 

more slowly, transformation is always progressive and never instantaneous.  Some have mistaken 

the filling of the Spirit as a spiritual magic pill that produces unique and complete sanctification.  

Such a pill doesn’t exist; God’s plan is that each day we exercise our dependence on Him to grow 

in Him and be changed by Him.  So just as a child grows daily into full maturity, so a believer 

grows daily, incrementally, (and sometimes slowly) into Christlikeness.  (1 Pt. 2:1-3) 

 Filling is not a reference to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, because He indwells every believer 

at the moment of salvation (Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19). 

 Filling is not a process of progressively receiving Him by degrees or in doses.  When one 

receives the Holy Spirit, he receives all the Holy Spirit — “without measure” (Jn. 3:34).  

 Filling is not the same as the baptism of the Spirit.  Baptism is the work of the Holy Spirit to 

unite the believer to Christ and place him in Christ’s body (1 Cor. 12:13; Rom. 6:3ff); that 

relationship is secured at salvation and is never repeated again (and we are not commanded to 

baptize ourselves or seek that baptism; it is done by the Spirit for us). 

 Filling is not the same as being sealed, or secured, by Him (1:13).  This is an accomplished fact. 

 Filling is not a reference to so-called charismatic gifts, as Eph. 5 will make clear. 

 

• SUMMARY:  The filling of the Spirit is not to be confused with the singular works of the Spirit in 

producing the believer’s salvation and it is not some special means of grace by which the believer can 

bypass regular, disciplined obedience and submission to God and His Word to become sanctified.  

 

 

2. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Is  (v. 18) 

 

• What does be filled with the Spirit mean?  Paul introduces the topic with the picture of 

drunkenness.  He is emphasizing two primary things with that picture: 

 Wine controls the activity of the one who is drunk.  Because the drinker is controlled by the 

wine, he is unable to control his own actions and thoughts and words.  Because he is controlled 

by the drink, he is in fact, out of control of himself.   
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 Paul is also emphasizing that drunkenness is a waste of what has been given.  There was a good 

use for wine in ancient days — to purify water and to be used medicinally — and to use it to 

become drunk is to waste its best-intended use.  Even secular commentators agreed that 

drunkenness was foolish and wasteful.  Dissipation is the same root as used of prodigal (Lk. 

15:13).  It is a wild and undisciplined, extravagant, reckless, wasteful life that has no bounds. 

 KEY:  That a secular life produces waste indicates that the believer is made for something more 

— he is made to be filled with the Holy Spirit so that the Spirit would produce His fruit and 

exercise His gifts through him.  The believer is created to be used by God for godly purposes and 

anything else is a terrible and tragic waste.  To be filled with the Holy Spirit is — in part — to 

live for the God-ordained purposes of our lives. 

• Filling by the Spirit also means that the believer is controlled by the Spirit: 

 The verb filled has the idea of pressure — like wind filling a ship’s sail, the ship can only travel 

according to the strength of the wind’s pressure.  Similarly, the Spirit moves and directs 

believer’s life.  The Spirit serves as the guide and director of the believer’s life.  When the girls 

were younger we would sometimes find a bridge over a creek and play “Pooh sticks” — the 

sticks would only travel as fast as the current would carry them.  That’s a form of filling. 

 The verb filled also has the idea of permeation.  The Holy Spirit saturates the believer’s life so 

that throughout the believer’s life there are evidences of the influence of the Spirit.  So the 

sponge offered to Christ on the cross was said to be filled with vinegar (Mt. 27:48) and boats 

were filled with fish (Lk. 5:7) and individuals filled with awe (Acts 13:45); all these were 

saturated with what was filling them.  So when the Spirit fills the believer, he is saturated so that 

no area of his life is left untouched by the Spirit. 

 The verb filled also has the idea of domination or control (which seems to be the prominent idea 

in this verse).  So some people were said to be filled with fear (Lk. 5:26) and rage (Lk. 6:11).  

They were under such domination and control of those fears and anger that virtually nothing else 

could be expressed.  This is what happens when the Spirit fills a believer — the Christ-follower 

is so dominated by the Spirit that only Spirit-produced fruit is able to be evidenced (Gal. 5:22ff). 

 So as we think about filling, what we mean is that the Spirit controls and directs the believer.  He 

is under the domination, control, and authority of the Spirit so the Spirit does in his life what 

only the Spirit can do. 

 

• Notice what Paul specifically says about being controlled in this verse: 

 Filling is a command.  It is something we are required to do.  To be filled then is a matter of 

obedience to the Lord.  This is why it is different than the Spirit’s indwelling and baptism; those 

activities are never commanded, they are gifts from the Spirit to all believers.  And that is why 

some believers are filled and others are not; it’s a matter of whether or not they are obedient.  
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That also means that we do not have to pray or ask for the filling — to be filled is simply a 

matter of obedience.   

 Filling is not done by the believer.  While this is a command, it is also a “passive” — that is the 

filling is done to us, and not by us — be filled and not fill up or fill yourself.  We not only are 

filled with the Spirit, but we are also filled by the Spirit.  He is the One who fills us with Himself.  

We don’t act on Him, but He acts on us as we are obedient to Him.  When we obey, He fills. 

 Filling is done repeatedly.  This filling is to be constantly taking place — the verb fill is a 

present tense.  Filling is the regular pattern of life for the believer.  (And that also means that it is 

entirely possible to be filled on Saturday, and not on Sunday.  We need constantly to be asking, 

“Am I at this moment spiritually clean and submissive to the leadership of the Spirit?”) 

 Filling is conditional.  Every believer can be filled, but not every believer always is filled.  

Scripture tells us at least two ways the believer won’t be filled by the Spirit. 

➢ We won’t be filled with the Spirit when we intentionally engage in sin (Eph. 4:30).  When 

we engage in sin (like being unwholesome in our speech, and not building up other with our 

words as the moment demands), then we aren’t filled with the Spirit, but we grieve Him 

instead.  He is sorrowful that while He is given to redeem us fully, we are resisting that 

redeeming work and are delighting in sin instead. 

➢ We won’t be filled with the Spirit when we intentionally quench His work (1 Thess. 5:19).  

This is a slight variation from Eph. 4:30 — there we intentionally sin; here Paul is speaking 

of intentional resisting of all the Spirit’s work; we may not be directly sinning, but we are 

also not submitting to His transforming work in our lives (in this context, we may not be 

grumbling about circumstances, but we also aren’t being joyful, thankful, or dependent in 

prayer — and not relating properly in the church body, vv. 12-15).   

➢ So being filled by the Spirit is conditioned on our obedience to the Spirit.  If we want His 

power to be evidenced in our lives, it will only happen as we willingly submit to His work. 

➢ Not only did we play “Pooh sticks” with our girls, but occasionally I would play a variation 

of that game I dubbed, “Pooh rocks.”  Instead of throwing a stick in the water, I would find 

the biggest rock I could and soon after a stick was in the water, I would send the rock at high 

velocity toward that stick in an attempt to sink it.  Of course the stick was always fine and the 

rock would sink to the bottom of the creek.  “I win!” I declared.  But I didn’t.  Because the 

object was to float the stick under the bridge.  And rocks don’t float.  No matter how strong 

the current in that creek, the rock wasn’t moving.  Now the reason the rock wasn’t moving 

wasn’t the fault of the current; it was the nature of the rock.  The current was adequate to 

move items that had been created to float.  Similarly, the Spirit is fully adequate to fill and 

use believers redeemed by Christ, but like the rock at the bottom of the creek, when the 

believer engages in willful disobedience, he will not be filled and controlled by the Spirit. 
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• SUMMARY — the filling of the Holy Spirit refers to the ongoing submission of the believer to the 

Holy Spirit so all the Spirit’s work and activity can be accomplished through the believer. 

 

 

3. What the Filling of the Holy Spirit Looks Like (vv. 19-21) 

 

• By now you may be wondering, “How do I know if I am filled and under the control of the Holy 

Spirit?  I want to be filled, but I’m not sure if I am.”  Well, Paul gives us four indicators of the filling 

of the Holy Spirit.  When people are under His control, this is what they do (vv. 19-21)… 

 

• A Spirit-filled believer encourages other believers in Christ (v. 19a).  Someone who is under the 

control of the Spirit is concerned for the spiritual welfare of others and speaks words (perhaps in the 

context of corporate worship and singing) that will stimulate that person to greater maturity in 

Christ.  In fact, in the parallel passage in Col. 3:16, Paul uses the word admonish (nouqetew).  

Through his words and singing, he is exhorting other believers to continue to live for Christ.   

• A Spirit-filled believer rejoices in the Lord (v. 19b).  Notice Paul says with his heart — inwardly 

and internally — he is singing to the Lord.  He is happy in the Lord and that happiness is evidenced 

by his song.  That certainly takes place in corporate worship, but Paul may also be alluding to the 

general pattern of his life.  The Spirit-controlled man sings with joy to the Lord wherever he is.  

Often at home I will hear talking in another room where I thought there was only one of the girls or 

Raye Jeanne and when I go to look who else is there, I see one of them by themselves working and 

singing God-honoring music.  That’s the overflow of a Spirit-controlled individual. 

• A Spirit-filled believer gives thanks to God in all things (v. 20).  The person filled by the Spirit: 

 He gives thanks constantly — always giving thanks.   

 He gives thanks for everything — for all things.  Notice the repetition of “all” — always…all 

things.  This is all-inclusive.  It means that there is not situation for which and in which we 

cannot give thanks to God.  That doesn’t mean “thank you for child abuse,” but it does mean that 

even through wickedness is done against us, God is working good things in us for His purposes. 

 He gives thanks in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  That is, he gives thanks, recognizing 

Christ is our mediator and the only reason he can come to God is through Christ’s work. 

 He gives thanks to God the Father.  His thanks is not general and secondary.  But it is particular 

and ultimate.  He recognizes that everything he has and all he is, is because of God’s work.  So 

he intentionally directs all his gratitude to the Lord, the only one who is fitting to receive thanks. 

• A Spirit-filled believer is appropriately submissive (v.  21).  This doesn’t mean, “everybody submits 

to everybody.”  That wouldn’t be submission because there would be no head.  But it does mean that 

wherever this person has someone in authority over him, he is submissive in a manner that honors 
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the Lord to that person.  Like a citizen to the government, a child to a parent, a wife to a husband, an 

employee to a boss (5:22 – 6:9), wherever there is an authority over him, he joyfully follows the 

leadership of that individual. 

 

• So that’s a picture of a Spirit-filled individual.  Do you wonder if you are filled today?  Is the Spirit 

controlling you today?  Take a simple four-question test: 

 Are you encouraging other believers to live for Christ (through your worship)? 

 Are you joyful — in your heart? 

 Are you thankful?  In everything? 

 Are you submissive? 

 If you are not any of these things, confess and repent.  Ask God to forgive you and ask Him to 

change you and He will do both (1 Jn. 1:9) — that’s why the Holy Spirit was given to us! 

 

4. How One is Filled with the Holy Spirit (Col. 3:16-17)  

 

• This passage does not explain how the believer is filled, but the parallel passage in Col. 3 does. 

• Everything about these passages is parallel (including the setting of the writing) except the 

imperative command.  The results of the command are the same (v. 16b) and the implications of the 

command in various strata of our lives are the same (3:18ff).  What is different is the imperative.  

Instead of be filled with the Spirit, it is Let the Word of Christ richly dwell…   

• The believer is to be filled by the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit fills him with Scripture.  Scripture 

is the tool of the Spirit of God to control and direct the believer.  To be controlled by and under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit is to be controlled by and under the influence of the Word of God. 

• If we want to be wise and controlled by the Holy Spirit, we will do everything we can to ingest the 

Word of God as much as we can. 

• Because of that, the degree to which we are controlled by the Holy Spirit will be revealed primarily 

by how much we love and take in the Word of God.   

• The Bible is not “one more thing” in our lives.  It is central in our lives because it is the only means 

by which we come to know Christ. 

• We live in an amazing time — Bibles (and translations) everywhere; recorded Bibles; commentaries 

and other resources; sermons (live and mp3); websites; etc…  In previous generations, there was a 

problem of access keeping people ignorant, now the abundance of access tempts us into be lulled 

into thinking we have availed ourselves of more help than we do. 

• Be filled by the Holy Spirit by being filled with His Word. 
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CONCLUSION:   

 

In the summer of 1872, Dwight L. Moody was traveling in Ireland and had a conversation with a British 

evangelist named Henry Varley.  On that day Varley made a brief comment to Moody that transformed 

Moody’s life.  Moody later wrote about it in his diary: 

 

“The world has yet to see what God can do with and for and through a man who is wholly 

consecrated to Him.”…A man!  Varley meant any man.  Varley didn’t say he had to be educated, or 

brilliant, or anything else.  Just a man.  Well, by the Holy Spirit in me, I’ll be that man… 

 

Varley’s remark was fixed in Moody’s mind and when he was later in London listening to Spurgeon 

preach, the combination of Varley’s statement and Spurgeon’s sermon fixed Moody’s attention on 

“something I had never realized before.  It was not Spurgeon doing the work:  it was God.  And if God 

could use Spurgeon, why should He not use me?” [Quoted in The Silent Shepherd, 119-20.] 

 

Moody was not being egotistical.  Just the opposite; he was recognizing the power and authority of the 

Holy Spirit who indwells and fills all men.  When we say a man is filled with the Holy Spirit it is a 

recognition that all of the Godhead has all of the man.  And that can be true for any believer — Paul, who 

penned these words, Moody, Spurgeon, you, or me.  The Holy Spirit indwells us so that He might fill us 

with all the fulness of Himself. 

 

Do you realize the treasure that you have been given and that indwells you?  Are you using this gift that 

has been given to us (1 Jn. 3:24)? 


