The Person and Work of the Holy Spirit #4

“The Filling of the Holy Spirit”

Ephesians 5:18

During my senior year of high school, I was the editor of our school paper. Since it was a Christian school, everything was strictly monitored by the administration. So I was particularly pleased when I got the permission to write a series of articles on some contemporary Christian albums of that time. I called the section “Spirit-Filled Music,” utilizing the initials of my name. Pretty slick, huh?


That may have been creative, but if you had asked me at that time, “What do you mean by ‘Spirit-Filled Music’?” I’m not sure I would have had an answer. The phrase “Spirit-filled” was common enough back then (and, to a degree, still is today), but the meaning of the phrase wasn’t nearly as well known. I imagine a lot of people using that phrase had (or have) no idea what it really means.


As we continue our study on the person and work of the Holy Spirit, we come to this biblical phrase, “the filling of the Holy Spirit.” Actually, that is not quite right, for “the filling of the Spirit” or “the fullness of the Spirit” is never found in the Bible.
 What is found in our text for this morning, Ephesians 5:18, “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” 
The Mandate to be Filled with the Spirit


This morning I want to begin with the mandate to be filled with the Spirit. Usually in a message like this I would address the question, “What is it?” before I get to “Why is it important?” But today I want to impress upon us the importance of this phrase because, as we will see, being filled with the Spirit is a matter every Christian needs to know and put into practice.


While it is true that “to be filled with the Spirit is every believer’s privilege,”
 Paul writes in Ephesians 5:18, “Be filled with the Spirit” in the imperative Greek tense. That makes this matter a command of God, laying the responsibility not upon God, but upon the believer.
 John Stott writes, 

‘Be filled’ is not a tenta​tive suggestion, a mild recommendation, a polite piece of advice. It is a command which comes to us from Christ with all the authority of one of his chosen apostles. We have no more liberty to escape this duty than we have the ethical duties which surround the text, e.g. to speak the truth, to do honest work, to be kind and forgiving to one another, or to live lives of purity and love. The fullness of the Holy Spirit is not optional for the Christian, but obligatory.

Interestingly, in the Scriptures we are never commanded to “Be baptized in the Spirit!” or “Be indwelt by the Spirit!” or “Be gifted!” or “Be sealed!” But here in a context of various com​mands, we are clearly commanded to “Be filled with the Spirit!” Therefore, it is something we are to obey.


Furthermore, the command is plural, so it applies to all Christians and not just to a select few.
 As Stott puts it, 

The fullness of the Holy Spirit is emphatically not a privilege reserved for some but a duty resting upon all. Like the command to sobriety and self-control, the command to seek the Spirit’s fullness is addressed without exception to all the people of God.


Also, this phrase in the Greek appears as a present imperative, meaning an ongoing, continuous action. While baptism in the Spirit is the initial experience of Christ brought about by the Spirit in response to repentance, faith and baptism, the fulness of the Holy Spirit is intended to be the continual state of the Christian. It is not a plateau on to which you are ushered by some second stage in initiation, a plateau which separates you from other Christians who have not had the same experience. The New Testament gives no support to that view whatsoever. In plain language, we are meant to be progressively filled with the Spirit of our Saviour Jesus Christ.


Fourth, the Greek verb is in the passive voice. This is Paul doesn’t say, “﻿Fill yourself with the Spirit.﻿” He challenges us to open ourselves up to the Spirits control, to yield to His will.
 It is not something we do; it is something we allow the Spirit to do to and through us.


Let’s quickly review: This phrase from Ephesians 5:18, “Be filled with the Spirit,” is a command to all Christians to allow God the Holy Spirit to fulfill an ongoing function in our daily living.


Before we move on to what this phrase means, I want to reemphasize the point that what Paul is talking about here is for every Christian. Some have promoted this notion of “Spirit-filled believers” as being a cut above the rest, a position reserved only for a select few. This is simply not true! The Spirit-filled life should be a normal Christian experience; not something exotic or rare.
 As Ruth Paxon told one audience she was addressing,

My friends, to be filled with the Spirit is God’s standard for every Christian here this afternoon. The only normal Christians here are those who are filled with the Holy Spirit!


So what is the problem? Stott explains,

It is possible, and all too pitifully common, for Christians who have been baptized with the Spirit to cease to be filled with the Spirit. The Corinthian Christians are a solemn warning to us on this score. It is plain from Paul’s first letter to them that they had been baptized, all of them, with the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13). They had also been enriched with all spiritual gifts (1 Cor. 1:4-7). Yet the apostle rebukes them as unspiritual people, that is, as being not Spirit-filled. He makes it clear that the evidence of the Spirit’s fullness is not the exercise of his gifts (of which they had plenty), but the ripening of his fruit (of which they had little)…. They had been baptized with the Spirit, and richly gifted by the Spirit, but they were not (at least at the time of his visit and letter to them) filled with the Spirit.

The baptism of the Spirit is automatic when one places their trust in Christ, but the filling of the Spirit is not. It is a command that must be obeyed. Failure to be filled with the Spirit is sin and results in failure to live a life honoring to God.

The Meaning of being Filled with the Spirit

Now that we have established the importance of this concept to all Christians, what is the meaning of being filled with the Spirit. Unfortunately, the word “filled” often brings to mind concepts that the apostle Paul never intended in this context.


The verb “fill” has nothing to do with contents or quantity, as though we are empty vessels that need a required amount of spiritual fuel to keep going. In the Bible, filled means “controlled by.” “They... were filled with wrath” (Luke 4:28) means “they were controlled by wrath” and for that reason tried to kill Jesus. “The Jews were filled with envy” (Acts 13:45) means that the Jews were controlled by envy and opposed the ministry of Paul and Barnabas.
 This word can also mean a dominating or defining characteristic of a person. A non-theological example of this use is found in Acts 13:10. Here Elymas is described as a man “full of all kinds of deceit and trickery.” In this context and usage, the word, full…simply means that Elymas’ life is controlled, dominated or characterized by deceit and selfish cunning.


Returning to our text, Ephesians 5:18, notice how Paul contrasts the filling of the Spirit with being drunk with wine. In neither case is the apostle suggesting that a person is “filled up” with a substance literally. A person need not have a blood/alcohol level of 100% in order to be drunk; in fact, a level less than ten percent (.08 in most states) is considered legally intoxicated. And how do we refer to such a person? He or she is “under the influence.” That is a great way to apply the second half of this verse: Be under the influence of the Holy Spirit.
 Whereas drunkenness is usually paralleled with stupidity, being filled with the Spirit is linked in the broader context here with wisdom.


To be “filled with the Spirit” means to be constantly controlled by the Spirit in our mind, emotions, and will.
 Our whole personality comes under the influence of the Spirit. In perusing over two dozen English translations of this verse, Kenneth Wuest is the only one who does not use the word “filled” (which I think is confusing, even though it is an accurate rendering of the Greek) but renders this phrase as “be constantly controlled by the Spirit.”
 

How does this relate to the baptism of the Spirit (that we studied last week)? I love how Wiersbe puts it: “The baptism of the Spirit means that I belong to Christ’s body. The filling of the Spirit means that my body belongs to Christ.”
 The question is not, “How much of the Holy Spirit do I have?” but rather, “How much does the Holy Spirit have of me?”

The Manifestations of being Filled with the Spirit

Finally, what are the manifestations of being filled with the Spirit? How can I tell if I (or someone else) is living a Spirit-filled life? Some churches suggest that when a person is filled with the Holy Spirit they do something miraculous, such as speaking in tongues or healing.


Such is not scriptural. As Stott puts it, “the chief evidence [of being filled with the Spirit] is moral not miraculous, and lies in the Spirit’s fruit not the Spirit’s gifts.”
 Both the fruit of the Spirit and the gifts of the Spirit are biblical concepts (and we will examine each at length in this series). In short, the gifts of the Spirit are what we do in the power 

of Christ, while the fruit of the Spirit is what we are in the power of Christ.


While we will go into the fruit of the Spirit in detail later, turn to Galatians 5:22-23, where Paul lists these qualities of character: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”  Much like the word “filled” brings to mind quantitative measurements (“Is the glass half full or half empty?”), so the word “fruit” causes us to think of trees and what grows on them. I think a helpful term to use here is “evidence.” These qualities of character are the evidence that the Holy Spirit lives within a person and controls them.


Looking back to Ephesians 5, Paul states that there are three evidences of the fullness of the Spirit in the life of the believer: he is joyful (Eph. 5:19), thankful (Eph. 5:20), and submissive (Eph. 5:21–33).
 These are the marks of the true Christian, one who constantly yields to the control of the Holy Spirit. They are selfless rather than selfish; they are joyful and peaceful rather than angry and anxious.


In short, those who live under the control of the Holy Spirit are a lot like Jesus Christ. If you want to know what kind of person Jesus was when He walked the earth, read over that list in Galatians 5:22-23. That describes who Jesus was. That also describes what every Christian ought to become!

Being filled with the Spirit will also affect our prayer life. John MacArthur points out,

As your life is filled with the Spirit (Eph. 5:18) and as you walk in obedience to Him, He will govern your thoughts so your prayers will be in harmony with His. As you submit to the Holy Spirit, obey His Word, and rely on His leading and strength, you will be drawn into close and deep fellowship with the Father and the Son.
 

Psalm 37:4 promises, “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.” Some take this to mean a blank check—that God will grant my every wish. Not so! I believe this verse promises that, when we delight ourselves in the Lord (and what better way is there to do that than to be controlled by the Spirit?) He will give us the right desires to have. We will want what He wants! And when we ask for what He wants, He will do it!


This may sound too theoretical, too unrealistic to be practical. “I could never do that!” some of you might be thinking. “Maybe for pastors or missionaries, but not me!” That is simply untrue! It is possible for every believer. As my former pastor put it, “The Spirit-controlled life should be a normal Christian experience; not something exotic or rare, but we should be…day-by-day yielding to His control.”


So then, why is this not the normal Christian experience for so many? Chuck Swindoll points out,

From salvation onward, the child of God has the privilege of living under the control of the Holy Spirit. The flip side of that arrangement introduces a possibility: He may choose to sin and walk under the energy of his own flesh and thus break this temporal fellowship that is his to claim. When he does, he chooses to reject God’s power and blessing and moves immediately out of the realm of fellowship into the realm of divine discipline. Let me hasten to add that his tragic loss of temporal fellowship need not be extended. If the be​liever will confess his sins (1 John 1:9) and begin to walk in dependence upon the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:16; Eph. 5:18), tempo​ral fellowship will immediately be restored.


Simply put, if you are not living a Spirit-filled life, living under the influence and control of God the Holy Spirit, you can be. In fact, you should be! This is not an option for a few, but a command for every believer. It is not something momentous or even miraculous that happens once, but is an everyday experience in our normal lives. As we yield ourselves to His control, He transforms our character into the character of Christ. That will affect every part of our lives—at home, at work, at church, everywhere!


Perhaps this morning you say to yourself, “I’ve never heard anything like this before! I never knew the Spirit-filled life is for me!” I remind you that, while being filled with the Spirit is something God does, it is something we must allow. Day by day, moment by moment, give Him control. We need to say, in the words of the country song, “Jesus, take the wheel.” Or, as a bumper sticker puts it, “If Jesus is your co-pilot, switch seats!”

Maybe you have been a Christian for some time. Maybe you can remember those days when you lived in the power and under the influence of the Spirit. But those are days long since gone by. Perhaps sin or neglect has kept the Spirit from controlling you, from transforming you into the image of Christ. Perhaps you have lost the joy and the peace that comes from living in the Spirit. It’s never too late to turn. It’s never too late to start doing what is right.


We’re going to close this morning with a simple chorus. Make this your prayer today:

Spirit of the living God, fall fresh on me

Spirit of the living God, fall fresh on me

Melt me, mold me, fill me, use me,

Spirit of the living God, fall fresh on me

�Michael Green, I Believe in the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., ©1975).


�Keith M. Bailey, Learning to Live (Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, ©1978).


�G. Campbell Morgan, The Spirit of God (New York; Chicago; Toronto: Fleming H. Revell Company, ©1900).


�John R. W. Stott, Baptism and Fullness (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1964, 1976).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Flying Closer to the Flame (Dallas, TX: Word Publishing, ©1993).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Rich (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1976).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Green, op. cit.


�Howard G. Hendricks and William D. Hendricks, Living by the Book (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1991).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Michael A. Vayda, “Be Filled with the Spirit,” Tallmadge (OH) Alliance Church, audio recording.


�Ruth Paxson, Called Unto Holiness (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1936).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest’s Word Studies from the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1984); see also Paxon, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Donald L. Alexander, The Pursuit of Godliness (Lanham, MD; New York; Oxford: University Press of America, Inc., ©1999).


�D. Stuart Briscoe, Let's Get Moving (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, ©1976).


�Andreas J. Köstenberger, “What Does It Mean To Be Filled With The Spirit? A Biblical Investigation,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society Volume 40 (The Evangelical Theological Society, ©1997), 40:229-240.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Kenneth S. Wuest, The New Testament: An Expanded Translation (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1961).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., Alone With God (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1995).


�Vayda, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Living Beyond the Daily Grind, Volume 1 (Dallas: Word Publishers, ©1988).





PAGE  
4

